THE WALAM OLUM 


To the readers of Pennsylvania History: 

Rafinesque, in his American Nations (Phila., 1836), published 
his translations of the now famous Delaware (Lenape) Indian 
Walam Olum, believed by some students of American prehistory 
to be an authentic historical chronicle of the Delawares and sig- 
nificant as the migration narrative of a portion of the great Algon- 
quian Indian linguistic family. The Walam Olum consisted of 
bundles of sticks or pieces of bark upon which mnemonic ideo- 
graphs, either incised or painted in red ochre, recalled to the nar- 
rators the words of the chronicle as it was passed down from 
generation to generation. 

Rafinesque reported that the original wooden pieces were ob- 
tained from the Delawares who were living on White River, 
Indiana, in the year 1820, by a Dr. Ward “as a reward for a 
medical cure deemed a curiosity.” Rafinesque acquired the mate- 
rial two years later in Kentucky, and from another individual a 
recital of the words to accompany the painted records. His orig- 
inal manuscript transcribing the painted records and the words is 
in the Brinton Memorial Library, at the University Museum, 
Philadelphia. Daniel Brinton published the records in The Lenape 
and Their Legends (Phila. 1885). 

Because the material is reported to have been found in Indiana, 
the Indiana Historical Society is reopening the whole study, at- 
tempting to get the facts about the original records, and to assess 
the authenticity of the legend as prehistory. 

The story of Rafinesque s manuscript from the time when he 
transcribed the originals down to the present day, is complete and 
documented. But all we can say about the painted records them- 
selves during that time is that some of them may have been in the 
Maryland Historical Society's Collections for a thirty-one year 
period during the lifetime of Brantz Mayer. 

We have found rather strong circumstantial evidence of a Dr. 
Ward having been on the White River in Indiana in 1820. At the 
same time we have failed utterly to establish any facts surround- 
ing the actual accession of the material by Rafinesque in Kentucky 
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in 1822, except to show that the Rafinesque travels for that year 
were within a restricted area wherein dwelt a Dr. Ward. 

Rafinesque made the categorical claim that the Moravian mis- 
sionary Heckewelder “saw the Olumapi or painted sticks of the 
Linapis. ,, Studies, however, among the Moravian records at Beth- 
lehem made by Dr. Lawrence Henry Gipson, Bishop S. H. Gapp, 
Dr. Paul A. W. Wallace and others, have so far failed to find any 
reference, direct or indirect, to the Walam Olum. 

Is it possible that some reader of Pennsylvania History has 
old records, letters, manuscripts, Indian “painted records,” or any- 
thing else relating to the Walam Olum? 

Paul Weer 

S6S0 North Meridian Street 

Indianapolis 8, Indiana 
In behalf of the Walam Olum research 
group of the Indiana Historical Society 
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Philadelphia Mint. At the present time he is Director of the Staten 
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The cover illustration, a pen-and-ink sketch of the Liberty Bell 
by Guy Colt, is from a leaflet to be published by the Pennsylvania 
Historical and Museum Commission. 
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The story of an 
historic river 
and its memories 


HERE ARE the tales that haunt the banks of the 
Schuylkill. The early Swedes and Dutch, Valley 
Forge, anthracite coal, the Pennsylvania German 
immigrants, the mansions of Fairmount — all are 
woven into a narrative of historical accuracy by an 
author who knows and loves his subject. J. Bennett 
Nolan was born by the river, swam in its waters and 
roamed along its banks. Now he has combined the lore 
of the region into a fascinating story of its younger 
days. 

CARL BRIDENBAUGH: "Belongs in the front 
rank of recent works on the American scene.” — N. F. 
Herald Tribune Book Review. 


THE 

Schuylkill 

By J. Bennett Nolan 

Just published, $3.50 at all bookstores 

RUTGERS UNIVERSITY PRESS 



ATTENTION ! 

S HOW your interest in the history of your state by 
urging your friends, acquaintances, and fellow 
citizens to join the Pennsylvania Historical Associa- 
tion, and to become interested in its work. Use this 
form: 


APPLICATION FOR MEMBERSHIP 


I, — — 

{Name of individual or society) 


( Address ) 

hereby apply for membership in the Pennsylvania Historical 
Association, which includes a subscription to Pennsylvania 
History. I enclose my check as indicated below : 


□ Annual individual membership $ 4.00 

□ Annual institutional membership $ 4.50 

□ Annual sustaining membership $10.00 

□ Life membership $50.00 


Please make checks payable to the Pennsylvania Historical 
Association and mail to the Secretary, Philip S. Klein, The 
Pennsylvania State College, State College, Pa. 




